Autoimmunity against corneal antigens. I. Isolation of a soluble 54 Kd corneal epithelium antigen.
Corneal epithelium antibodies were detected in patients with corneal melting disease and uveitis using an immunofluorescence technique with cryostat sections of corneas obtained from various species (man, guinea pig, rabbit, mouse, rat, cow, pig). No differences in results were found using these various substrates, indicating that the autoimmune response is directed against common non-species specific corneal epithelium antigens. The serum of a patient with corneal melting disease, containing a high antibody titer against corneal epithelium was used to identify and isolate one of the bovine corneal antigens. A 54,000 dalton protein was isolated, which was shown to be the major protein present in the corneal epithelium. Absorption studies with other tissues taken from human eyes showed that cornea epithelium, cornea devoid of epithelium, ciliary body and retina contained material which cross-reacted with the isolated bovine corneal epithelium antigen, whereas iris and sclera showed no detectable cross-reaction. The incidence of autoantibodies directed against this antigen was investigated in patients with corneal melting disease, corneal transplantion and in uveitis patients using an ELISA and comparing the results with those obtained with the immunofluorescence assay on rabbit cornea sections. A positive ELISA was always associated with a positive immunofluorescence test. The presence of antibodies against the 54 Kd antigen as detected by the ELISA could be confirmed by immunoblotting in 7 out of 9 positive sera tested. A large number of sera showed a positive immunofluorescence test but a negative ELISA against the 54 Kd corneal epithelium antigen.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)